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rannin wasn't sure when she began to suspect that old Mrs.
Armitage knew more than she was telling.
They were sitting in Mrs. Armitage's kitchen, drinking
tea. Brannin thought that it looked exactly the way an old
country woman's kitchen should. Threadbare but spotlessly clean curtains
patterned with chicken motifs hung slackly around the windows. The
cabinets were all wooden and unfinished, with coffee and blood stains
marbling the grain. The little cooking stove was fueled by gas; it had
been white at one time, but now it was measled with age spots, like the
little refrigerator that hummed loudly to itself in the comer. Like Mrs.
Armitage.
Like Mrs. Armitage, the kitchen and the whole house showed its age
not by becoming feeble but by fading. The old needlepoint pictures of
wildflowers that hung on the wall were now sunbleached, the once bright
blues and pinks softer now than baby pastels.
One thing that hadn't faded was the deep blue of those piercing eyes
that fronted one of the keenest minds Brannin had ever encountered. Mrs.
Armitage had told her about the boarding schools of Wolfe County,
Kentucky, back in those by-gone days, especially for women. Even back
then people talked about her, except then she was Miss Armitage (she
had married a fourth cousin). Too smart for her own good. Put herself
above her raising. But she graduated from college with a degree in biqlogy
and taught for two years in the high school from which she had graduated.
Then she married and moved out here to Calaboose, out in the middle
of nowhere even now. Her husband died after they been married but three
months (Archie-but she never talked about him). Mrs. Armitage had lived
alone ever since.
She seemed to know everything. Of course she knew all about nature
and animals and plants-especially plants; but she also knew about
imaginary numbers, plate tectonics, and urban planning. She spoke proper
English, and exuded knowledge. Brannin thought that one of the many
unusual things about her was the scarcity of books in the house. She
had a Bible, a couple of ridiculously outdated biology texts, an herbal,
and all the Louisa May Alcott books. Brannin sometimes brought her
things to read, novels of one sort of another, which she read voraciously.
She didn't have a radio or television or get a newspaper. How she was
able to discuss Middle-East politics Brannin didn't know. One of the first
things that Brannin had been told by well-meaning neighbors when they
had moved here was to stay away from Mrs. Armitage; that she knew
things God-fearing people shouldn't even think about.
Brannin must have grimaced, for Mrs. Armitage said, "Is there anything
wrong?"
Brannin smiled. "Oh, no. I was just thinking about when we moved
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here."
"Pleasant memories?" she asked, with a broad grin. Brannin crossed
her eyes and stuck our her tongue.
Sometimes they were more than pleasant. She and Carrie had come
here a couple of years out of college, full of grand ideas and useless
information about how to live a self-sufficient life in the woods. People
laughed indulgently at them and their lark, never thinking it would last.
But that had been six years ago. And they were still here. The mistakesthey could laugh themselves to tears now about the brainless things they'd
done. But they'd built their little cabin, they raised most of their own
food, they lived peacefully with one another and with the rest of the world,
until-quickly Brannin cut in on the path her thoughts were taking.
"Do you know of anyone with a kitten they'd like to give away? Carrie
and I get lonely sometimes."
"What about Derwood?" Mrs. Armitage laughed again, for Derwood
was their overly affectionate and overly huge St. Bernard.
"Derwood," said Brannin. "I want an itty bitty animal to keep in the
house. We always had cats at home, and I miss the feline ways."
Mrs. Armitage told her where she imagined she could find one. And
she did. And that was one of the reasons that Brannin thought she might
know something, even though she wasn't there. She wasn't there when
it happened, but somehow, Mrs. Armitage would know. Because she always
knew.
She thought about asking her then. Just sounding her out. Yet she
couldn't bear the idea of the scrutiny she would ensue, and let it pass.
And how would one bring up such a subject?
Brannin drained her cup and said she had best be going. It was getting
late and Carrie would be home soon.
The walk was 45 minutes from house to house. Today Brannin took
a little longer. It was the type of fall day must praised by poets. The
leaves were exquisitely burnished in autumnal colors, and the air was
crisp, but warm enough, and breezy, so that the fallen leaves floated and
swayed like birds. The ground crunched pleasantly as Brannin purposely
dragged her feet along the path. The evergreens stood out, a wonderful
contrast with their deep, God-given green. She absorbed the beauty and
peacefulness, wishing she could become one with nature and forget. All
this helped, all this helped make it more bearable, but it did not make
her forget. She did not think she would ever forget.
She had crossed Mrs. Armitage's property, and was on the boundary
trail cut by the U.S. Forest Service. She was in the Daniel Boone National
Forest now, in the Red River Gorge. It was like stepping into another
world, rhododendron and mountain laurel replacing oak and maple. Few
plants were in the undergrowth-herbs, Mrs. Armitage called thembecause the large plants were denser and blocked out the sunlight. She
was going downhill abruptly now, and she could hear the river. She felt
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the air cool perceptibly, and she wondered ifit were getting darker because
of the trees or because of the time.
The sounds of the rushing, crashing river filled her with exhilarationit made her want to run, want to flow...And it scared her, too. It hypnotized
her, it sometimes talked to her and made her want to come live inside
it, it beckoned her with songs and colors, it held out its many arms and
hands and fingers for her, open with love and longing. She found her
crossing and ran nimbly over it. Brannin had spent a lot of time finding
the most shallow area, and lugged stepping stones into a little walk across
it. They were big stones, and she didn't want to get wet on top. She'd
distinguished herself their first summer here, when they were camping
out and working on the cabin, by slipping on a wet rock and breaking
three toes. As she ran over her stepping-stones she always wondered if
they would be damp or if she would lose her balance and fall into the
river. Not that she would drown here, with the water only a few inches
deep. She just hated to hurt.
But the hurt she was feeling now, would it never go away? The confusion,
the anger at having her life rattled and shaken to its core.
Her heart's beating slowed as she began to climb out of the gorge. Red
River was behind her, and now speaking only to itself and God. Her strong
legs carried her quickly up and back into the diminishing sunlight. She
was on their trail now, on their land. It was still hard for her to believe
that she and Carrie owned land, owned a piece of the Earth. It made
her feel secure and a blasphemer at the same time. It was like owning
air-how could one own land, something that so ultimately and obviously
belonged to itself?
She smiled and felt the familiar pride as she came upon their dwelling,
a round house, made of stackwood. The car was parked in its usual place
by the shed, meaning that Carrie was home. Derwood greeted her with
a deep woof, and she went inside. "Hey, Sis, how was your day?" She
greeted Carrie with a hug, as usual. Of late she had taken to returning
her hugs either fiercely or not at all. Today Carrie was limp as a dishrag.
But at least her eyes weren't red and her face wasn't puffy, so maybe
it hadn't been a bad day...not too bad. "Were you worried?" she asked,
taking off her jacket and looping it up over the peg. "Not really, but
I was starting to get that way," Carrie said, following Brannin into the
kitchen. "I found your note, but I expected you home before now."
"I expected me home before now. We gathered herbs today, and time
got away from me. I really meant to be home before you." "Did you
find any good things?" Carrie asked, absentmindedly fingering the napkin
holder on the table. "We had fairly good luck. What with the warm
weather we found some dandelion heads coming up. I brought a few home
for our salad this evening. We gathered the mayapples, and Mrs. Armitage
is going to make this jelly since I made the mint jelly."
"I bet it won't be as good. That mint was ambrosia." Brannin smiled.
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"I gathered tha last of the hoary mountain mint, and we also gathered
holly leaves. She says that when they're roasted and crumbled they taste
like coffee." "Nothing tastes like coffee except coffee." She
stretched. "What sounds good for dinner?" asked Brannin, as she finished
putting away her harvest.
"It doesn't matter. Whatever you want. I'm not hungry,
anyway." "Shall I make you a cup of herbal tea to stimulate your appetite?
Mrs. Armitage says-" "I don't care what Mrs. Armitage says!" Carrie
retorted sharply. Brannin blinked at her. "Why does she stick her nose
into everything, anyway? I'm tired of her messing with other people's
lives."
Brannin brought out jars and bottles, and combined chamomile and
rosemary, deciding to make a tea to dispel nervousness instead. She added
a few red clover blossoms for protein and rose hips for vitamin C, and
put the wildflower honey on the table. She would have a cup herself.
Carrie accepted the hot cup when she brought it to her, and asked for
Equal instead of honey. She stirred it round and round and round.
"I'm sorry," she said at last.
Brannin shrugged her shoulders and said not to worry about it. Carrie
looked softly at her sister, and Brannin gave her another hug. Poor Carrie.
No wonder she was carrying on so. But Brannin was tired, too; she was
hurt and needed rest, and she wished there were someone to fuss over
her as she fussed over Carrie. But she was the strong one, and she loved
her sister. So she held up, "sucked it up," as their father would have said,
and tried to be strong enough for both of them. Yet her hands shook
as she drank her tea.
Brannin wasn't hungry, either, but she went about preparing their
evening meal. She had to pretend that things were normal. If she stopped
pretending...if she stopped pretending, she might just stop everything.
"How was school?"
"Oh, it was okay. I think I've got a fine crop this year." Carrie taught
second grade, and today was the end of the first week. She talked at length
about the antics of the urchins, as she called them. She loved children.
That was one of the reasons they had come to this area to live. She was
a dedicated and selfless teacher who wanted to teach where she felt she
could make a difference. A poor mountain county with a poor educational
system seemed the place where her missionary outlook could be fulfilled.
It was. The school she worked in was one of the better schools in the
eastern half of the state, but she still felt needed.
When she got a teaching job here, Brannin came out with her to help
her look around for a place to live. The sisters had always been close.
Only one year separated their ages, and they were closely dependent on
one another even as children, for they had moved a great deal and never
made any other close friends (except Garth...). They had always had
a pipe dream of living with nature, and Brannin was enticed by the plant
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life of the area (she was a botanist). When she realized the area would
be a good one for systematic study, the sisters began to think that maybe
their daydream of living in the woods wasn't so farfetched after all.
By this time Brannin had prepared the meal. They had salad with
spinach, leaf lettuce, sunflower seeds, and the dandelion heads, and lentil
soup with toasted herb bread.
Suddenly Carrie thrust away her spoon. "You know what I wish?" she
said, and Brannin knew that they were both going to cry. "You know
what I really wish? I wish that Garth was still alive!" Brannin distantly
heard Carrie's spoon rattle into the wall. "Why did he have to die?" she
wailed, and throwing her thin arms into the air she got up from the table
and ran upstairs to her loft.
Brannin leaned back in her chair and put her hands over her ears.
"It was all my fault! All my fault! Oh, why did I do that?" Carrie
screamed, and Brannin thought of the river. She sobbed hysterically, and
Brannin knew that she would keep it up until she fell asleep from
exhaustion. She would probably sleep until morning.
She sat there in her chair until everything was quiet. She called Derwood
into the house even though the rules expressly forbade it. She didn't want
to be by herself in the darkness. The big thing ran gleefully inside and
jumped on the couch as if he belonged there. She smiled and let him lick
her face. Then she lit the lamp and cleaned the kitchen.
Why did she have to start? Why can't she push it down like I can?
Brannin thought. Oh, God, I can't stand this. The ebony evening loomed
out ahead of her. Miles to go before I sleep, she thought, and envied the
way Carrie could escape, at almost any time, through sleep. At bedtime
Brannin's eyes would bug out, she knew, and she would never be able
to close her eyelids. And that left the night...And the nights were the
worst.
Today made the tenth day. Ten days ago that Garth had died-she
could say it to herself now that Carrie had screamed it. Garth had died
here.
Garth had died in this room.
Carrie and Garth had dated from time immemorial. They dated in high
school and all through college, and Carrie had been in college a long
time. They always planned to get married "when the time was right"
(now it would never be right), but neither was in a hurry. Since Garth
didn't want to live "out in the sticks," they decided to wait until this
particular phase of Carrie's life had passed. When six years hadn't
diminished her enthusiasm and hadn't changed his mind, they were both
aware that the long-anticipated marriage could never happen. Brannin
didn't think that they ever talked about it anymore. They truly liked each
other-in Brannin's mind they had always seemed to be more friends
than lovers-and their friendship held through what their love couldn't.
Neither of them seemed upset by it.
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Garth came to visit about twice a year. Brannin always looked forward
to it. They had a lot of company {people were curious), but Garth had
always been special. He seemed so at ease here, accepting it all at face
value. He didn't tell them that they were hermits or trying to escape the
world, lines they heard often. He would ask them why, and when given
a reason would simply say, "Okay." Brannin thought he would have fit
in well here. She never told either of them, but she always planned that
when the time came, she would move out of the house to give Carrie and
Garth some privacy. She had already picked out where she would livein an old abandoned cabin on Mrs. Armitage's land. Not too far away
and not too close.
He had come up for a long weekend. They had hiked and talked, and
he helped them do some of the things they had a difficult time managing
alone, such as cutting firewood. Then, on his last evening here, they had
been having tea after dinner. Carrie had wanted to make it, and brought
it in with hot apple pie.
They were eating and drinking and talking and laughing, which Brannin
guessed they shouldn't have been doing, at least not all at once. Garth
took his last bite of pie (his last bite of anything) and suddenly began
choking. He gasped and heaved, and they hit him on the back and Heimlich
maneuvered, all to no avail. In an endless agonizing minute he was dead.
For the first time in her life, Brannin fainted.
Somehow they got through it all. The preparations, the funeral. They
came home and tried to get back to life.
But there were things that Brannin didn't understand, that it scared
her to think about. When she came to, Carrie was screaming, "I did it!
Oh, God, I've killed him!" She made the pie that choked him, so she thought
she killed him. Perhaps it helped her to be able to give a reason to a
senseless death. Perhaps she needed to punish herself because she never
became his wife. Brannin didn't know, didn't want to know what was
going through her sister's mind. It was enough to cope with what was
going on in her own.
At the funeral home, she had been waiting there for his parents to arrive
before the body was taken home (it was weird to think how "Garth" had
suddenly become "the body"). The coroner drew her aside and asked to
explain exactly how he had died. She blundered through it, and he nodded,
looking at her with compassion.
"I don't know how to tell you this," he began, but of course he had
found a way. The pie was in Garth's throat, but not in the windpipe.
It was not the cause of death, he said. What he wanted to know was
why there were traces of cyanide in the contents of his stomach.
"Cyanide," she has repeated unbelievingly. How could Garth have
ingested cyanide?
"Cyanide," Brannin said again.
"I don't think you understand," he said to her gently. "If there's cyanide
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in him it means that's what killed him. He died of cyanide poisoning."
"That's ridiculous," Brannin said more sharply than she wished. "You
have to be mistaken. There isn't any cyanide at all at the cabin. We wouldn't
have any use for it at all. Besides, Garth would have known better than
that. And he never would have taken it on purpose. He's not stupid."
If the coroner noticed her slip of the tenses, he gave no indication.
"You realize, don't you," he said, "that someone could have poisoned
him?"
"What kind of idiotic statement is that?" Brannin was both exasperated
and mystified, but more exasperated at the moment. "That is the stupidest
thing I ever heard of."
"But still I need to check it out. Look, I like you girls, and I don't want
to see anything bad happen to you. Let me take a deputy out to your
place now while you're busy here. We'll look around, and if we don't find
anything, I promise you no one will ever know about this but me and
you. Jfyou can come up with any possibility.. ."
"He couldn't have eaten it. We all ate the same things. I can't believe
it."
"But believe this. That boy in there died of cyanide poisoning. Like
I said, we'll let it go if we can't find any evidence-I don't want anyone
else poking their nose around any more than you do. But you remember
and you be careful."
"Go quickly," Brannin said. "Look all you like. We never lock anything."
She laid a hand on his arm. "Please don't tell anyone, please." She looked
pointedly at Carrie, who was talking to their mother on the telephone.
He nodded and said, "He was your fiance?"
"Are you crazy?" asked Brannin, beginning to cry again. "He was hers."
They didn't find anything at the cabin, of course, and they let it go.
Brannin was grateful, but she couldn't stop thinking about it.
She thought fleetingly of the tremendous collection of herbs she had
amassed, dismissing the thought almost as soon as she had it. If it had
been something they had eaten, they all would have died, or at least been
violently ill, she assumed, but there was nothing in her and Carrie that
couldn't be explained away by grief and shock.
Finished with the dishes, she sat down on the couch and put her arms
around Derwood. It was here where they had laid him. But no, she mustn't
think that way.
Better not to think of anything at all. Yet that was impossible. She
could hear Carrie muttering upstairs. I want to go away, thought Brannin
suddenly. Anywhere is better than here. My sister is going crazy. For
once in her life she cooks and she thinks she has killed somebody. And
I watch her and think of what the coroner said, and I know that I am
going crazy, too. And Garth, poor Garth...
He had gone across the river to visit Mrs. Armitage with her. He always
liked to listen to the old woman and argue religion. Carrie didn't like
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to go. She thought Brannin's work with herbs was wonderful, but Mrs.
Armitage's consummate knowledge irritated her. She could kill all of us
and we'd never know it, Carrie had once said. So Brannin and Garth
always went alone. Garth liked the river, too. They had stopped beside
it for a while on their return trip, and perched themselves on one of the
big boulders at the river's edge and lay in the sun like snakes. Then when
they crossed the stepping-stones he had held her hand tighter than he
should have and looked at her so that she blushed and hurried on.
Oh, God, I can't think of that again. No no no, not that. Even Garth's
purple death mask was easier to think about than that.
"You are a beautiful woman, Brannin," he had said to her once, and
she laughed. No, I'm not, she thought, don't let me think of that, don't
let me think...
She couldn't stop herself. She could see his handsome face (she couldn't
deny that he was handsome), but, my God, she had always thought of
him as her brother...
It was a lovely day, and she was stacking wood as he split it. Carrie
had been helping, but had a headache, and she went inside "for five
minutes," she said. That's when he had said it.
"You are a beautiful woman, Brannin." She never thought of herself
as a woman. She was just Brannin. She smiled and continued working.
Then he said, "I like the way your body moves. You look so...supple."
She stopped and looked at him. He walked over to her.
"Don't you have any idea at all?" he said. She was leaning against
the woodshed and he put his hand flat against the wall over her shoulder.
"Garth," she had said.
"Brannin, look at me."
"Please, stop."
"You're guessing, aren't you, Brannin? You're guessing that it's you
I want, and not Carrie?" He was smiling with love, but to Brannin he
looked like a demon.
"Garth, stop. You are my brother." She was whining, and she hated
herself for it.
He moved closer toward her and she knew that he was going to try
to kiss her. She turned her head with a jerk, and he stopped.
"Okay," he said softly. "I can wait."
"There's nothing to wait for," she managed to croak.
"I've loved you for years, and you love me."
"As-as my brother."
"You don't know yourself nearly as well as I do. Just think of me as
the man who loves you."
"But Carrie-"
"Forget Carrie. It's you I want, Brannin."
"Stop it."
"Whatever you say."
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She was very glad when Carrie came back, although she felt awkward
around both of them. And then that evening...
Every time she thought about it, she wanted to vomit. He was talking
about incest. And what about Carrie? His callous dismissal of her
frightened Brannin more than anything else about the whole sordid scene.
But that was over.
Everything was over.
At long, long last, Brannin went to sleep.
She didn't hear Carrie coming down the stairs during the night. Carrie
stopped and looked at her sleeping sister, and the entire gamut of emotions
convulsed her face. She reached out to touch her once, then pulled back.
She surveyed the small round face, pale with worry, even in sleep. Carrie
took in the old faded jeans, the tee shirt and the red flannel shirt over
it, and the long hair that lay mixed up with the dog's. She went to the
front door and closed it silently behind her.

"Dearest Brannin," she read nearly a week later. "I need you to know
that I really and truly did kill Garth, and now I can't live with myself
any longer. I am not talking about killing him with cooking, as I know
you are thinking. I killed him with cyanide.
"You see, I heard part of what Garth was saying to you the other day.
'Forget Carrie,' he said, when I've loved him all my life! I felt that I was
dead. All that saved me was your refusal of him. If you had let him kiss
you, Brannin.. .I know that as of late we had been drifting apart, but
it was something that I felt would heal. No relationship is ever static,
and ours had been on an even keel for so long that something had to
give one way or another. As it was, the give was gradual and we could
have parted with no hurt or fuss, just fading out of each other's lives.
"But you see, Brannin, don't you, that I never stopped loving him? I
love him so much. And I don't believe he really loved you, he was just
tired of waiting for me. Would I have gone with him if he had asked?
I don't know, but I was nearer to giving it all up for him than I had
ever been before. Oh, Brannin, how I love him!
"I will always remember you as my good and faithful sister. But I was
so overcome with hurt that I took temporary leave of my senses. I was
peeling the apples for the pie and thinking about it, and I thought, 'I
will put these apple seeds in Garth's tea and kill him.' Mrs. Armitage
told me once a very long time ago about a man who had died from eating
apple seeds. He didn't want to be wasteful, so he ate the seeds, the core,
the peel, everything. And it killed him, because apple seeds contain cyanide.
And the old woman said, 'If ever you want to kill anybody that's the
way to do it because hardly anybody knows about that.' And so I put
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the apple seeds in the coffee grinder and ground them up and put them
in his tea. And he died! My God, I really didn't think it would happen!
I thought she was a lunatic. It was a joke. Don't you see, I would have
gotten the hatred out of my system, and we could have gone on and
straightened things out. I know we could have! Oh, Brannin, oh, Garth...
"I have prepared a similar concoction for myself. So I will mail this
to you for your peace of mind (I heard the coroner say 'Cyanide' to youoh, what sharp ears I have!). Please destroy this, my love. I don't want
anyone to know my shame. Don't worry-Garth is where dead people
are, and he will never let anything bad happen to me. I am going to
be with him. I love you so much, Brannin. Please be happy."
Brannin read the letter, and read it again. She had driven into town
for groceries, and gotten the mail as well. The envelope was typed, and
she decided to read it at home. Oh, Carrie, where are you? Did you really
do it? Carrie, why didn't you stay. . .
There was a knock on the door. It was Mrs. Armitage. "Why, my dear,
you look like you've seen a ghost. Look here, I have exactly what you
need."
She uncovered a basket full of polished red apples, and smiled broadly.
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ilan's oldest boy was five and asked for his father, the
man who took him to tunnels under the cities, and to
caves outside of town, where they collected water and
sat by a propane fire at night and ate canned fruits that
tasted sweet and tart at the same time. The boy would watch the father's
lips form words of magic and merriment and then spit the words into
the air where he could almost see them, almost feel them land on his
arms, which he held wrapped around his knees in front of the fire.
The man's hair was silver and gray, mixed and stirred by a personal
cyclone. It was irregular and unkempt, and in the towns would have given
him a wild appearance, but not in the desert where the only regularity
of anything was the unpredictable symmetry of natural powers that
regularly spit and clawed and snarled at the land and people.
His skin was red and cracked from the sun and the cool dry air, and
like the snake and the katydid, he developed a habit of shedding his skin,
only it was a little at a time-flakes and bits of dried-out epidermis falling
off onto his coat collar or being peeled off when evening fell; there wasn't
much else to do. The skin didn't know better. It kept growing back only
to be assaulted by the dry air and abrasive winds, to be cooked at a low
heat, reddened, split, and shed, signalling its replacement cells before
leaving.
He was tall and his legs were long and loose, so when he walked, parts
of him always seemed to be catching up but never making it, so he was
never, it seemed, totally together. His clothes hung loose and were covered
with grit, specks of dust, minute rocks, grains of sand, the carcasses of
microscopic and bug-sized creatures, killed and carried on the winds to
land on him as he journeyed, and flakes and tiny patches of worn-off
skin.
He was poor and plain and without much direction or purpose, but he
sat in front of a fire with his son eating sweets worth hundreds and told
wondrous stories.
He spoke with a lisp, his father. There, in the front of his mouth were
teeth as crooked and misplaced as the fingers of his Jackdad grandfather's
arthritic hands. And a gap at the front of his father's mouth looked just
like the missing finger of his Jackdad's right hand. The crooked teeth

12

and the gap resulted in a lisp, and the boy wished he could talk like that
and spit the words and stories out into the night air. He could feel the
words landing on his arms, the letters and words falling on his arms
like the fine spray of spittle from his father's lisped tales.
His father talked about rooms in the far north that he had seen full
of machines: earth movers, people movers, riding machines, talking
machines, flying machines; and materials to make things: cloths of
unimaginably fine texture and color, paints and dyes and inks; tools, boots,
electronic devices, bottles and jugs full of various substances, and toys
and sporting goods, things to throw and things to ride, things to shoot,
things to listen to, things to watch, and things that had no purpose other
than to help one gaily pass the time, making a person laugh out loud
or just forget troubles.
There were places where no man but he had been for years, and the
rooms were full of treasures waiting to be gathered.
His father then talked low and slow about the creatures that patrolled
the dry, dusty streets of this wondrous place, and the corridors of the
building full of wonderful things. He described the creatures with few
words but just the right ones to let you know that they were sinister and
menacing and bound to destroy us all, that is, if he weren't around.
"The walls had ears; that's precisely it. The beasts could blend in with
anything, even the walls. Wherever they came from, it musta been a place
that existed before the heavens were sorted out, and a halfway safe place
was provided for good, decent creatures like ourselves, like me and you,
Boy, to dwell in. Yessir, they are leftovers from a chaos place or I cry,
it just now occurred to me maybe they have escaped-escapees from a
place where ugly and nasty and deadly are the natural way to do things."
His father had heard these stories from his father, and made them his
own, placing himself there, where neither he nor the old man had been.
But the boy didn't know, and there was no one bigger nor better nor smarter
nor kinder than the man before the fire spitting the words out into the
night.

"It's been three days, Mommy. Do you think Dad is O.K."
Yes, Son. He'll be home soon."
The boy waited. Rising from his sleeping mat with the first light he
walked swiftly to the room where his father slept, looked around the
opening, on his knees near the floor so if his mom were awake she wouldn't
notice, because his head was low to the floor.
Then he'd run to the front door and look out toward the shops where
his pa made things useful. There were no lights on in the shops; the doors
were closed and latched tight.
He asked in the morning and he asked her near bedtime. He learned
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it somehow; a worm, feeling blindly, groping around the outside of his
bubble, trying to find a way in. Terror began to rise within his throat.
He felt it pierce the layers of the bubble quickly and burrow up between
his feet. It grew like a seed until it became a tree and then an entire
forest stretching the perimeters of his bubble into horizons. His fear became
insects buzzing in the trees while the landscape spread itself out before
him. He stood up, looked around, and walked toward a clearing where
a huge and beautiful multicolored bird perched upon a perfectly smooth
black rock.
Feeling more unsure than afraid, he approached it slowly from behind.
It turned toward him mere steps before he reached it, smiling a smile
that was completely emotionless, static. It motioned for him to climb on
its back, and as he did, he heard its feathers rustle, sounding like water
or paper or both. David pulled one large feather from the bird's back and
stared at it as they spiralled upward. It was all colors, yet no color,
crystalline, yet not brittle. It felt good in his hands, and he decided to
keep it. He imagined it first as a wand, then a scepter, and finally a
spear.
The creature's voice split the air like a million children shouting at
once.
"This world is yours. A world for your pleasure and nothing else. Do
as you will."
He looked down on the landscape. Fields of fragrant blue flowers spread
out below him, their perfume permeating every molecule of the world and
of him. He realized that he was not smelling their aroma but through
vision was smelling their blueness. It smelled like wind. Again and again
he breathed and drank the blue of them. And they were singing, singing
blue. Their song was so beautiful that he wanted to be down there with
them, touching them, making love to them.
And the bird was no longer a bird, but a beautiful blue-haired woman.
Her eyes were almost flowing with a radiance that shone from within.
He was lying beside her among the flowers. He wanted her. She was all
women, and all women at once. He reached to touch her breasts, and
as he put his mouth on one, he heard a voice shatter the blue of the sky.
It was harsh, an intruder in his personal Eden. It was his mother's voice.
"Lust not after the flesh," it warned, and he felt his buttocks bum as
if they had been spanked. They ached with the stem slaps of her large
hand .and burned as if with shame as he pulled his hands reluctantly
away from the woman. Her skin was soft. It stuck to his hands in stringy
pieces like melted plastic or marshmallow and ran down to cover his arms.
She melted slowly into a multicolored pool at his feet. She was beautiful
even as she melted.
He had lost her. No, she was never his to begin with. Tears splashed
into the puddle from his eyes and sounded like rain as the pool began
to stir and the head of the giant bird began to materialize slowly from
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it, almost cartoon-like, yet more tangible. Its beak opened and a cry rose
from deep in its throat. He felt the feather in his right hand. It was a
spear after all. He thrust it between the creature's eyes, and its head
exploded in a million bits of color. Its head was the world...disintegrating
noiselessly like a firework trails in darkened July skies. Silence.
Although his eyes were open, he knew he must open them again and
he would see his vision. The vision he had come to this place for. This
world of darkness, fear, temptation.
"God will give me my vision," he thought. "Yes, God will save me from
sin."
He opened his eyes, and everything was white before him. He heard
the children singing at first from far off. As their voices drew near, he
began to understand what they were saying.
"Take it and read. Take it and read."
He looked around, wondering what he was supposed to read. Then he
saw large black patches beginning to melt through the whiteness beneath
his feet. As they grew, he realized that they were forming into words.
For he that is dead is freed from sin.
Dead. The word sounded like a soft thud in the air as he spoke it.
Suddenly the Angel of God appeared before him, sword in hand, to deliver
the vision he had prayed for. David gaped at him, and his eyes bulged.
Dead. The Angel cut swiftly down the length of David's body, separating
his eyes from one another. Darkness swirled into his vision until there
was no more white.. He could feel the blackness closing in and feel his
body disintegrating, smaller, infinitely smaller, yet he knew he would never
quite disappear. This is damnation.
For the wages of sin are death. Eternal death.
His body cramped, contorted, smaller and smaller, and as he tried to
scream, he heard the voice of the Angel.
"Thy Kingdom come, Thy will be done, on earth as it is in Heaven."
And the Angel's voice became his mother's, and her voice became a
hideous laugh ...
"Mother, why?"

Poetic Injustice
by Gary Himes

"Love means never having to say you're sorry."
-Erich Segal, Love Story

fiJ

'm having a wonderful time Maude," Walter Kovacs said into
the receiver. "You don't have to worry about me."
"Don't embarass yourself again," came his wife's harsh reply.
"It's good, clean sort of fun. G-rated fun." He reassured.
"The last time you went off to one of these conventions, you came home
looking like you hadn't changed clothes in a week."
Walter pursed his lips, allowing an image of the bloated, domineering
woman to cross his mind. Maude never liked to think of her husband
enjoying himself.
"Walter? Walter! Are you still there? Answer me!"
Walter banished the unpleasant picture from his mind. "I'm still here,
Maude." Unfortunately, he thought.
"You be home tomorrow, hear? I've got the paint for the garage," Maude
said in her baritone growl.
"Awww, honey. Can't we put that off a few days?" It was hard enough
to drive 600 miles non-stop without having a brush and a can of green
paint waiting for him at the end of the line.
"You'll do it tomorrow. Change your clothes."
"I will, Maude. Goodbye."
He was answered by a dial tone.
Walter Kovacs was no prophet; he was a middle-aged dentist from Akron,
Ohio, attending the annual ADA convention in Cincinnati, Ohio. But he
suddenly had a vision of the future that was almost religious in its intensity.
He saw himself, gray and toothless, being pushed into a graveyard to
attend Maude's funeral. His wheels squeaking as he rolled past the
mourners (mostly grocers), he arrived next to the extra-large coffin.
"Free at last, free at last, thank God Almighty I'm free at last!" he
whooped in victory. Then he went into a coughing fit and slumped over
dead.
The vision ended, and Walter snapped back into reality. Something cold
and wet was on his hands. He looked down; it was sweat.
There was no other way. He had married Maude right out of college,
back when she had some appealing qualities (though what they were had
currently escaped his mind). He had no other experience with women,
no knowledge of how to fend and care for himself without a woman. The
only thing he knew was how large alimony settlements could be.
Face it, he thought bitterly, you're stuck. Maude would nag him
mercilessly for decades to come, setting new records for cellulite all the
while.
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So be it. A savage determination suddenly coursed through his veins.
Maybe he was trapped 'til death do they part, but tonight he was his
own man. Tonight he would make a memory to keep him warm through
all those long, cold years until he would be wheeled to that coffin. And
Maude be damned!
The crowd at the hotel bar was already pretty well paired up by the
time Walter arrived. Seeing no one to approach, he felt a quick withering
of his ambitions. My God, what if she found out?
He began slowly backing out of the room when he felt a hand touch
him lightly on the shoulder.
"Leaving so soon?" a voice purred from behind him. "Stay. The night
is still young."
He turned-She was beautiful.
Perfectly coiffeured hair fell to frame a hautingly lovely face with a
doe's wet, brown eyes and strawberry lips above a delicate neck. She was
dressed in a beautiful blue-and-white strapless gown that seemed to have
been painted on her spectacular form. Her legs were enough to make a
Trappist Monk commit cold-blooded murder.
"Ahhh," he gasped, trying to catch his breath. "Ohhh."
"Buy a girl a drink?" she asked with a wink.
Numbly he nodded, shuffling after her as she led him to a table. It
occurred to him that he had yet to say a coherent word to her.
"Your name," he squeaked.
"Excuse me? I didn't hear you?"
"What's your name?" God, he thought, I sound like Don Knotts.
Her lips curved and eyes narrowed into an expression of feline
amusement. "What would you like it to be?"
Walter's bubble of fantasy burst. So she was a pro. Well, why not a
pro? He was looking for physical pleasure tonight, not true love.
"All I have if fifty dollars. Is that enough?" he asked, trying to think
up a good explanation to give Maude as to where the money went.
"Enough for what?" The waiter's tip?" she replied dryly.
Well Walter, he thought, you've really put your whole leg down your
throat this time. I wonder if the waiter would bring me a steak knife
so I can cut my wrists open?
"I'm so sorry," he began. "I thought.. .I mean...ohh."
"What's your name?" She showed no hint of anger or embarrassment.
"Walter...Smith." It wouldn't do at all for her to know his real name.
Those things can be traced.
"I know your brother John," She said coyly. "Quite well."
"Ha ha," Walter laughed nervously.
"I actually knew a guy who dared to tell me his name was John Smith.
You remind me of him." She sipped her drink, a pina colada.
"I hope that's a compliment,'' Smith answered, trying to sound casual
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and failing. He tried to pick up his own drink, but the glass slipped through
his sweat-drenched fingers.
"Maybe. Just maybe," she replied noncommittally. "He gave me a gift
before he left."
She smiled.
He smiled back.
Walter drew on reserves of courage he usually called upon only when
Maude served her casseroles. "Would you like to do something tonight?
Go dancing...or something?"
"The 'or something' sounds nice. Would you like to come to my room?"
Her gaze met his, promising unimaginable delights.
Walter looked around, his eyes grown wide. He half expected to see
the Devil standing beside the table with a contract for Walter's soul ready
to be signed, the price he must pay to realize his fondest dream. And
he knew he would've signed it.
"I would like that," Walter said in the greatest understatement of his
life.
"Come along then." She took his hand. "John would've wanted it this
way."
Maybe if Walter Kovacs were more observant, if his senses had not
been dulled by a boring life with a boring job, boring home, and boring
marriage, he might have stopped to ask himself just what was happening.
Maybe he would have noticed the smile on her full, rich lips was a degree
too cold, and the come "hither look" in her soft brown eyes was just slightly
insincere. Maybe he should have done all these things, but instead he
did none of them. When a dream comes true, a person does not want
to think about anything that could possibly go wrong. Instead, they want
to think they had some reason to deserve their good fortune.
Life owes me this, Walter thought gleefully. I've suffered in a gray
purgatory of dullness long enough, tormented by the vilest stretch-marked
she-demon ever to smell of Clorox. I have had enough; tonight is my pearl,
richly deserved.
As they reached the door to her room, she turned and planted a hot,
provocative kiss on his unexpecting mouth. At first he recoiled from shock,
then surrendered himself to her embrace.
I deserve this . ..
"There's more where that came from," she whispered breathlessly,
leading him into her room. "Wait for a moment; I'm going to put on
something more appropriate.
Walter watched her disappear into the bathroom. He let his gaze roam
randomly over the hotel room's harsh furnishings. On the coffee table
next to the bed there sat an open book. He picked it up.
A swift glance at the cover revealed it to be a volume of poetry by
Tennyson. A black circle of ink spun around a particular piece of verse
on the marked page. Walter read it silently:
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"0 love, they die in yon rich sky,
They faint on hill or field or river:
Our echoes roll from soul to soul,
And grow for ever and for ever.
Blow, bugle, blow, set the wild echoes flying
And answer, echoes, answer dying, dying, dying."
Walter blinked. What could that possibly mean?
Although he didn't know it, Walter Kovacs had just been given the
last piece of the puzzle. He had been given a few extra moments as well,
he might have been able to arrange them in the proper order and seen
an unexpected truth. But truth kills many a dream, and Kovacs was far
too lost in his most joyous fantasy to dare slay it with brutal reality.
Behind him a door swung open. She stood there, in a gauzy black silk
that left no curve hidden, no expectation unfulfilled. She out-stretched
her arms beckoningly.
"You never told me your name...." he said dully.
"Is my name what you want?"
"No."
Silently, Walter dressed in the moonlight, taking care not to disturb the
form of the spectacular woman who slept a short distance away. A satisfied
smile creased his lips; who said chasing a rainbow was less satisfying
than finding a pot of gold? At this moment he felt he was the most satisfied
man in the world...
But then a thought nagged at him; do you really expect to get away
with this? True, other men committed all manner of sin and atrocity,
always one step ahead of justice. Could Walter Kovacs maintain the same
pace? He had never dared anything of this nature before. In whatever
cosmic counting-house where all accounts were recorded, was a bill being
readied with his name on it?
Walter thought on this for a moment, then shook his head ruefully.
Of course not. Tonight had been his by right, paid for in pain and fear
and humiliation of a lifetime, and now this night was his to carry with
him for a lifetime.
He slipped on his jacket and turned towards the door, then hesitated
long enough to take a last look back at her sleeping form.
"Thank you," he mouthed silently, before walking out the door.
He failed to notice the book was gone from the coffee table.
"Walter? Is that you?" Maude's voice came from what was presumably
the kitchen.
"It's me, Maude," he answered. "I'm home."
The large woman stormed out of the kitchen, a cigarette dangling from
her mouth. There was blood in her eyes.
"You're late!" she growled. "Now you won't get the garage half finished
today!"
"I'm sorry." He knew better than to argue with her.
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"Ah, go get yourself unpacked," Maude said, stubbing out the cigarette
in a convenient ashtray.
AB he carried his bags into the bedroom, Walter smiled. It was the smile
of a kept secret, a hidden memory he knew would sustain him when Maude's
shadow blocked all other relief from his life. Maybe it was all he had
now, but it was more than most men would ever have.
Walter dropped his bags onto the bed, then began to take off his sports
jacket. It was then he felt something strange in his pocket.
"What's this?" he muttered as he pulled it from the pocket. It took him
an instant to recognize the object. It was the book of poems by Tennyson
he remembered glancing at the night before.
How did that get there? He wondered. Did she put it there as a souvenir?
If so, it was quite unnecessary. She had given him more than enough
to.pay the bill life owed him.
What Walter Kovacs didn't realize was that life doesn't pay bills, it
only collects them.
"Walter, will you hurry up?" came Maude's nagging voice from the
doorway behind him. "Don't you want to get started before midnight?"
"In a minute, Maude," he said absently. What was that sheet of paper?
A bookmark?
"What is that? What have you got there?" she demanded.
Walter ignored her, opening the book to the page marked by the sheet
of paper. It was the same one he had read last night.
"Walter, are you going to answer me?!"
He unfolded the paper. There was handwriting on it.
"Walter!"
"Shut up, Maude." Walter yelled, his voice filled with savagery. "Just
shut your mouth, damn you!"
"I-," she choked out, only to be cut off by a stinging slap across her
face. It was followed by another. And another.
Maude was stunned, far more by the fact that Walter had truly struck
her more than by the blows themselves. Never in his life had Walter so
much as raised his voice to her.
And what was that craziness he was screaming? "It was mine! Mine!
Now there's nothing!"
Maude fell to the floor, knocked off her feet by the unexpected assault.
Walter uttered a curse and stumbled out of the room.
A few inches away the sheet of paper he had been reading sat on the
carpeting. Maude picked it up and read it.
Then she shuddered violently.
WELCOME TO THE WONDERFUL WORLD OF AIDS, MR. SMITH.

To Market
by Melissa Lowe

tep on a crack, and break your mother's back," she said as
she stamped on all the cracks. It just wasn't fair. She was
watching Sesame Street (brought to you by the letters L, 0,
and the number 5) when Mom said,
"Karen, go to the store."
Mom wouldn't wait until it went off. It had to be done RIGHT NOW.
Everything had to be done RIGHT NOW. Karen kicked a rock with
all the power of her seven-year-old legs. The rock rolled into the grass
and stopped beside something shiny. She bent to look at it.
A nickel! she thought. That's good luck, (find a penny, pick it up, and
all the day you'll have good luck). Five whole days of good luck.
Karen grabbed the nickel and started skipping along the sidewalk. When
she saw the store, she broke into a run.
"Hi, Karen," said the chubby, grey-haired storekeeper. "What does your
mother need today?"
"She needs bread, milk, and...um," Karen stared at the milk section,
concentrating. Mom would get mad if she forgot something, but sometimes
she couldn't remember everything.
"Eggs!" she shouted, pleased with herself. The storekeeper blinked,
surprised by the exuberance of her answer.
"Okay, good, Karen. I'll have it for you in a minute." He went to the
back of the store to get the groceries. Karen stared at the penny candy.
Sweet tarts, licorice (yuck), bubble gum...Bubble's Bubblegum. Karen
grabbed a lime Bubble's Bubblegum and put it on the counter. The
storekeeper returned with groceries.
"I'll just put this on your mother's bill," he said.
"I'll pay for the gum," Karen said.
"Okey-dokey," he said. He gave her two pennies in change, and Karen
left the store wondering if she still had five days of good luck, or only
two.
Well, Sesame Street should still be on, she thought. She put the bag
of groceries down, unwrapped the gum, and shoved it in her mouth. She
stuffed the wrapper in her jeans pocket (Give a hoot, don't pollute!), picked
up her groceries, and ran toward home.
The woman dressed in jeans and a sweatshirt turned the channel from
the end of Sesame Street to the 6:00 News. Good old Dan Rather was
telling her that a foreign embassy was bombed, Hurricane Susan was
moving out to sea, cyanide was found in Bubble's Bubblegum, and
Baryschnikov was giving his last performance for $5,000 a ticket.
The woman stared out the window and muttered, "Where is that girl?"
Dan Rather smiled his charming smile and said, "Courage," as he went
off the air.

Wish Ticket
by Melissa Lowe

"RJ

onna be a scorcher," Mom said, looking at the clear-blue
sky. She had my brother on her hip (he turned two last
month and got a chocolate donut with two little candles
on it) and my sister by the hand. I'm the oldest. I babysit
when Mom gets work. She cleans other people's houses.
"Yes, it is," said the lady behind us. She had short silver hair. It was
like a shiny brand-new nickel.
"It's gonna take a long time, too. I bet we don't get in there until noon,"
Mom said.
It was 10 o'clock. I know cause I can tell time, and Mom lets me look
at her watch. She said she would get me one if we won the lottery. I'd
like one of those pretty necklace watches that my friend Sally has.
The line inched up some. I stayed real close to the guy in front of me
so that no one would cut in line. The guy was wearing a blue Izod shirt.
I know cause they got the little alligator in front. Mom says that only
rich people spend a lot of money for an alliagator, so I poked him in
the back and said,
"Mister, are you rich?"
He turned around; and he smiled kind of funny, like his stomach hurt.
"No, I go to college."
"Don't rich people go to college?" I asked.
"Becky, you come back here, and leave that boy alone," Mom said.
I looked up at the Silver Lady. She had big, shiny rings on her fingers
and a gold necklace.
"Are you rich?" I asked.
"Becky!" Mom said.
The Silver Lady smiled (a real smile that made her eyes sparkle) and
said,
"I'm not rich, dear, but I'm comfortable."
I frowned at her. Standing there, out in the hot sun for an hour, and
she's still comfortable. I checked to see what kind of shoes she was wearing.
"That's Becky," Mom said. "This is Rita, and this is my husband's
pride and joy, Robert."
I hateit when she calls Bobby "Daddy's pride and joy." Bobby is Daddy's
favorite, but he's not there when Bobby is bad or when he goes to the
bathroom in his pants. Daddy's not usually home at all. He's a truck
driver.
Mom set Bobby down and wiped the back of her neck. She had on a
real pretty dress (it had big flowers all over it), but it was wet under the
arms and down the front.
Bobby held onto her leg for a minute, and then ran to the front of the
line.
"Go get him, Becky," Mom said.
I ran after him, grabbed his hand, and started back. Halfway back,
he plopped down and wouldn't move.
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"Come on," I said.
He looked up at me and laughed a laugh that always makes Mom say,
"Oh, isn't he cute."
I grabbed him by both hands and started dragging.
"Becky!" Mom yelled.
Bobby got up and ran to Mom. She looked him over.
"If you'd hurt him, or his clothes, you'd of gotten a switching," she
said.
When Mom wasn't looking, I stuck my tongue out at Bobby (named
after Bobby Ewing on Mom's favorite show, Dallas.
We were halfway up the line when a lady came out selling Cokes.
"Mom, I'm thirsty. Get me a Coke," I said.
"No, honey, I only got enough for the tickets," she said.
"Wanna Coke," Rita said.
"No."
Rita started screaming. People came out of stores to look. I smiled cause
I knew Mom would get us a Coke now.
"I'll get a Coke for you, but you'll have to share," the Silver Lady said.
She bought us a Coke and we shared (two swallows each). I took two
swallows and almost spilled it, cause Rita grabbed for it. She took three
big gulps (cheater). Bobby took one big gulp and threw up on Mom. Mom
dropped the Coke, and it spilled before I could save it.
"Becky, save my place," Mom said.
She went up into the drug store. While Mom was gone, me and Rita
snuck up in front of the Izod guy, but when Mom came back, she made
us move back in line.
After another hour, we got into the store. It was nice cause it was airconditioned, and there were magazines. The storekeeper kept looking at
us funny, though.
When we got to the counter, Mom opened her change purse. It's got
flowers on it, so it kind of matches her dress. Mom started to count out
nicklels and dimes. The storekeeper started drumming his fingers on the
table. Mom's hands were shaking so bad that she had to start over. The
storekeeper grabbed the change and said,
"I'll count it."
He counted it real fast.
He counted it again and said, "You're a nickel short."
"I'll take care of it," the Lady said. She put the nickel on the counter.
"Thank you," Mom said. Her voice was shaking. "If I win, I'll give
you part of it."
"Will you be back next week?" the Lady asked.
"Yes," Mom said, her eyes wet. "I'll be back. I've got to have my wish
ticket."

The Eighth Day
by Dave Marsh

e jumped when the alarm went off. His feet hit the cold
floor, and he cursed the clock-radio for its repulsive buzz.
He had always thought that he would be able to wake to
music before he got this job. Now with the buzz switched
off, he could still hear it echoing in his ears and the muscles in his temples.
The sudden shock of waking had him trembling. He groaned and shuffled
off to the toilet to finish something he had started the night before.
Two minutes later he stumbled back, having purged his stomach of
its last memories of his first day off.
"Gotta get ta work," he mumbled to himself through the damp towel
that he dragged over his face. He put on his white bathrobe and found
his way down the hall to his studio. He turned the door knob and entered
the dark room.
Let there be light, he thought. The yellow sun rose over the curvature
of his project.
The last guy must have been a creative genius, he thought, looking
out into the vastness of the studio. His predecessor had filled that vastness
with billions of beautiful stars. He had gotten carried away and was fired
for going over budget before he had even separated the oceans from the
land.
This is my studio now, he thought with pride. His gaze fell from the
stars to his own handiwork.
Immediately he realized that something had gone wrong.
"What the hell happened to my monkeys?!" he shrieked. This was worse
than the time last week when the dinosaurs all died during his coffee
break.
"Damn it, those monkeys were perfect when I closed up on Friday."
He gazed in horror at the mess his work had become in his absence. The
monkeys had lost their hair and come down out of the trees. Their heads
were all bloated, and they were running absolutely amok.
Those little bastards are wrecking my best stuff.. .I knew I should have
given the big cats long necks to keep them in line up in those trees."
He bent closer to inspect the extent of the damage.
They've wiped out several species, mutilated the landscape, poisoned
the water; I'll be lucky if I can get half of this cleaned up by lunch."
He passed his hand across the surface of the earth. Several hurricanes
swirled to life. He chuckled at his own resourcefulness as he released the
huge techtonic tension on the west coast of North America.
"A little famine in Africa, some pestilence in the Amazon ... I've got
it! That ice age thing that I tried last week would make good time."
He skillfully set about wiping his creation clean of the blight. By late
afternoon, he began seeing how he could close the gaps when the hairless
apes were put in their place.
When quitting time came, he stretched, leaned back, and smiled over
his repairs.
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"And with the little buggers sliming around under ground, they won't
be tearing up any more of my landscapes.. .I wonder how rats would
do with opposable thumbs."
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To be So Tired of Heart and Mind

by Mica Atkinson
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The Human Clay

by Michael Kirby
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Repent

by Larry Roberts
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POETRY
First Prize: Inscape Poetry Contest

SJ

torie•

Silently you cross the windy marshes.
I watch you from my window
a grey shape moving among other grey shapes.
Come inside, my friend,
that the wind not blow your voice away.
Come inside.
I love to hear your stories by the fire.
I watch you bring alive
the shadows in the the comers
as you tell me tales of yours.
Fire dances, crackles higherAnimate the creatures
of the countries of your world.
Bring back spices,
gold, and exotic tastes
for me to sample
as we hunker by the fire.
-Peggy Wilburn

POETRY

Kansas wide around me, circling,
night is closing in.
Day and night
(strange)
come both from the east...
Old Indian squawpokes her stick
into the ashes of a dying firebent low, and grey, and old.
Sometimes the mind makes up
for what the eyes can't see.
Old Indian squaw
looks up into the Kansas sky,
spreads her arms horizon-wide
and opens her eyes with tears,
her song to voice a cry.
Old Indian squaw
draws the sky to her breast,
wraps the earth around her arms
like the brown-red blanket of her childhood.
She pokes her heat-charred stick again
into the fire, remembering.
She sighs and cries her old and crystal tears
from eyes that cannot see.
-Peggy Wilburn
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POETRY
IS I

umme• Sun-Daye

Flesh rots
in summer sun.
Churchyard records
paper-mold
and crumble into dust.
The earth is grave dirt,
and we, like vampires,
hang on through summer
sun-days, dimly.
Cobwebs flutter, empty,
dust floats sunbeams,
down and down
Like quiet, lazy cats,
we fret but with out tails;
impatiently we curl them,
slap and slap on wooden planks
and watch the dustbeams
floating down.
I buried you today,
my smiling catfur never to be warmed again
in sunbeams,
only flesh
to rot in summer sun.
-Peggy Wilburn

POETRY
[t]heAttic
Sunbeams penetrate
the dusty attic window;
I sift through boxes, photographs.
Memories repose here, silently
floating cobweb strands.
Mysteriessummerdays
and pastel dresses floating
motionless in long-ago breezes.
I cannot touch these ghosts
stored on daguerreotype,
suspended...
beautiful ghosts.
We stare into each other's eyes.
Alas, we look
only through windows.
We cannot touch.
-Peggy Wilburn
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POETRY
Second Prize: Inscape Poetry Contest

fl. ,

Food Confessions

under the golden m
a man blesses his Mic DLT
while others chow down
calling the food cheap crap.
a fast food joint
parked next to your
house (Are you really ever there?)
(the lights are never on)
confuses today's mobile man.
The effulgence radiating temporarily
blinds confessees-to-be
and a dismembered voice statically spits
"May I help you?"
the confusion, joy, ecstasy
of being able to order
your forgiveness;
the hollowness, coldness, unfeelingness
(What's happened to the candles
and the incense smell?)
But after your guts are spilled
and miraculously filled,
drive away
hailing to ten Mary's
you pass on the road,
while belching onions
you can't remember eating.
-Claire Esham

POETRY

G

one Fishin'

Down by the creek bank stood a little boy
holding a cane pole in his hands
with a pork n beans can full of
squirming bait by his barefeet.
Slim red-tinged lines crisscrossed his calvesthe marks of haste through tangled briars and
woods.
And his jeans were stained with blackberry smears,
his shirt showing the wear and tear
of a little boy who romped through the fields
and climbed trees much bigger than he.
Solemnly, he swiped his hands
first left, then right
as not to disturb the fishin' line.
And there he stood
with patience beyond his seven years
waiting for the tell-tale tug.
When his legs tired he squatted on the sloping
bank swatting flies and mosquitoes
hoping for a bite.
He knew too well this hole was considered dry
but vigilant to his task, the boy remained
scrunching his scrawny shoulders
against the cool creek air.
-Claire Esham
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fbeadeandpolo

and the sweat rolled,
cascading torrents
dripping in my eyes
drenching my hair.
it reeked of bodily odors and polo.
a columned throat
ringed with cartilage
constricted
squeezing its prey
with unmerciful embraces
-whispering of love attained
-grunting of love profaned
a thousand helens
their beauty fair
did their lovers sweat
wetting their hair?
Awash in an ocean
of beads and polo,
he unleashed a deluge
that Hercules would envy.
-Claire Esham

POETRY

D

oMoreTime

no more time for shades of lipstick
and be-ribboned hair
festooned with lacquer guaranteed to withstand
ardor.
why the hell am i here but to
gouge out more humanity called my own,
drowning in my blood, i hope.
give me more gas,
let me re-live mom n dad years
before you hung me with gemstones and gold
and a sparkling death hidden by smokey candles.
if i had but said no.
there is too much for me yet to do
on red banks and green hills.
leave me,
and in years i'll be a shadow,
and we'll be a romance faded
with no bills to be paid
and no living remainders.
-Claire Esham
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d

estination

She goes each day to meet the evening train,
And waves to the porter at the station.
He slowly smiles and shakes his head in vain,
And wonders at her sheer determination.
And one by one they tumble down the stairs,
And one by one she searches every face,
But no one seems to notice she is there,
Each intent on some important place.
Business must have made him stay away;
One more day and he'll be coming home.
She changes her excuses every day,
And then, like every day, she leaves alone.
She walks the path in silence without feeling,
So careful not to let her vision stray,
So not to see the marble stone revealing
Just where his final destination lay.
For she rejects the truth it has to say,
And sets her mind to guard against the pain,
And keeps her eyes intent upon the pathway,
And gladly goes each day to meet the train.
-Robin Clay

POETRY

ltJ

odays Special

Down at the music diner
stacks of vinyl platters
serve memories
to destitute lovers.
Todays SpecialSeven inches of heartache.. .
Country style.
-Michael Coles
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di

emons ofHumanity

While evil lurks in smoke-filled comers
And coffee-scented horror fills the air,
They wait in silence for a victim,
-Unsuspecting, to fill the chair.
Then gossip flies, like bats at night,
While demons' tongues do plot and scheme.
Above the mass's growing drone,
You can hear the victim's silent scream.
Then monsters show their hideous smiles,
While demons drink another toast.
Tonight a soul lies tongue-lashed and beaten,
A victim of the Bitching Post.
-Michael Coles

POETRY
[fJimTime
In turns and undulations
the river banks mud
like my love for her
and my regretin plastic and in eggshell
and changing in a shift
from years until tomorrow
and faster on her currents...
Rudder down on plastic jugs
bobbing bent and
banging brightly down
the morning trickle.
-JarinD.
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POETRY

i play the falling strings of time
while they decay
and sift down through my fingers
i linger through the days
of death and fallen leaves
by water banks
in morning
frost crusts white upon their lips
they murmur slightly
at my passing
i scuff up husks of ice
i make an offering
of time
to play the strings
that move the seasons
slowly
-Jarin D.

POETRY

I've seen purple black shadows
Come peeping over the mountain tops
Dirtying the face of the sky,
And setting the earth into a fearful windy laughter
That roars on the mountain tops
Like a hundred distant freight trains.
Then that frowning purple black spit upon the
earth,
White twisting torrents of rain
Migrating in and out of sight.
And soon the trembling mountains sweated flying
streams
That eat away their sides as they tumbled down
lightning
lighted paths into the valley,
Where they were roared away
Like a hundred distant freight trains;
As though the wind rode away in the streams.
For now the sun smiles fresh and warm through
the purple
black
And all is peace again.

-Jerry Deaton Jr.
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POETRY
oadTrip

I always did love the little brown cottage with geraniums in the
windows and hot pink flamingoes.
We live in a parchment paper skyscraper decorated in neo-philanthropy,
and drive the roads all day.
By the way, does anyone remember forest green? Or has it always
been fluorescent green patches of bushes and grasses as seen through
my wayfarer sunglasses. Not rose-colored. More of an anti-fascist,
pseudo-socialist khaki.
Certainly not amber.
Did you see it? An ominous black bug pulled up beside my mercedes.
Its pink umbrella clashed with the day-glo orange sky, and creamy
acid puffs floating by. But they're coordinated with the barrel
stripes on the side of the highway.
How fortunate to have outrun the rain in my fundamentally sound,
but new and improved vehicular transporter.
The poor bug did the backstroke and the boogie oogie boo,
before he died in a pool of dioxinunder the huge flag,
beneath the newly registered U.F.O.
Aliens have always loved this country.
It's probably the periwinkle aphrodisiacs they're selling on the comer,
beside the cotton candy and the Sony Video-grams.
Send yourself. It's the next best thing to being there!
Someplace there's a little brown cottage, a plowed field, and
maybe even a cow or two.
Now there is a romantic red herring.
I wonder if he remembers forest green?
He's brin~ng Brach's chocolates and fishfeed.
His girlfriend has a taste for puppy chow,
but he can't afford it.
Isn't that how it goes,
when you're on the road?
-Johnda Hall

POETRY

ltJ

he Hat Trick

Only the burned-out hull of what was once a trailer
Remains. Twisted metal and seared earth alone;
And the smell of this former
Home of an itinerant magician and his family.
Arriving too lite,
The fire crew was told that no one was inside.
But the next day a kicked bone
In the still smoking rubble,
Put the lie to that bit of news.
Returning with the coroner, the State Police
And body bags, the firemen and the questions
Were more careful this time.
After the remains of five bodies were found,
But still in the day after's daylight,
The magician returned, burdened
By his unsold gear he'd taken
To a magicians' gathering to sell out.
So ifthe questions that are raised
Remain unanswered,
There is one angle that reflects more lightThe last trick has no equal.
-Frank Olson
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o Suitcaees Neceeeacy

Someone shoves my brains through a strainer
Each nerve sliced by tiny metal wires
Senses sentenced to the ultimate test.
My mind tries to communicate with your hands1 see them clutching what I believe are mine.
(But at this moment, I also believe that true existence
floats from speakers in echoing tones of electric laughter.)
If someone could detour those trucks
Five miles distant, rumbling on the freeway between my ears,
I could hear plant respiration from across the room.
But the glare from scattered album covers
Screams in my way; metallic rays shoot from
soft colors spattered on thick paper.
Everything I see turns to silver sparkle stars.
Cold chills mingle with oxygen in my blood,
Feelinglike static escaping from my pores.
A snow-film accumulates on my body1 hear (no) see (no) feel (not quite) smell...taste ... SENSE
its ice-blue shadow radiant
(Is that your foot or mine?)
Just don't let the icicles freeze your eyes
Keep blinking, don't stare, breathe
Hours of stiff awareness creep silently in reality
REALIZATION
No visions of angels
Christ and cherubims
Not even Satan mocking my search for truth.
Streaming SY.l!apses sizzling from exhaustionLying in frail heaps like powdered glass,
Abused senses surrender to torture.
In that world of intense reception
only perceptions change.
-Vicki Wright
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